Abstract. There are two main theories attempting to explain divorce in birds as an adaptive decision for at least one of the members of the pair. The 'incompatibility hypothesis' states that birds separate because they are unsuccessful breeders as a pair, although their individual characteristics are not negative per se. Divorce comes about as an initiative of both individuals to search for a more compatible mate. The 'better option hypothesis' suggests that divorce is usually initiated by one of the birds in search of a 'higher quality' partner (or territory). The ages of partners of great skuas, Catharacta skua, breeding on Foula (Shetland) were poorly correlated (r 48 =0.28), 22% of the partners differing in age by 10 years or more. Mate fidelity in this population was high, with an annual divorce rate of only 6.4% (N=20/311). Death was responsible for three times more interruptions of partnerships than divorces.
Partnerships in birds are rarely, if ever, random collections of members of a population. Differences in temporal and spatial distribution of individuals, together with some degree of mate selection, result in patterns in the composition of pairs or breeding groups of birds. Sexual selection and mate choice were already recognized by Darwin (1871), but their role in determining pair composition, mate fidelity and divorce in birds remains poorly understood (Reid 1988; Ens et al. 1996) . The breeding performance of long-lived seabirds typically improves with age (Wooller et al. 1992) . If there is assortative mating in relation to breeding competence, then we would expect a correlation between the ages of the birds in pairs, a pattern shown to occur frequently (Reid 1988) . This is relevant for the study of partnerships and breeding performance in relation to age.
Seabirds also display high site and mate fidelity, which is believed to be the combined effect of a cost of mate change together with high survival rates (e.g. Johnston & Ryder 1987). However, there is no theoretical framework capable of predicting, to any reasonable degree of accuracy, the interspecific variation in divorce rates in birds (Ens et al. 1996) . Our lack of understanding is partly the result of the scarcity of empirical studies attempting to assess the causes and consequences of divorce (Choudhury 1995). In particular, there is a need for behavioural studies to determine which birds (within or outside the partnerships) initiate the divorcing process, and what are the costs and benefits to the individuals involved.
There are two main theories attempting to explain divorce as an adaptive decision for at least one of the members of the pair. The 'incompatibility hypothesis ' (Coulson & Thomas 1983) states that birds separate because they are unsuccessful breeders as a pair, although their Correspondence: R. Furness, Applied Ornithology Unit, IBLS, University of Glasgow, Glasgow G12 8QQ, U.K.
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